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Why do Some Individuals Abstain from Voting? The Impact of Age, Education, and Confidence
in the Court System on Voter Participation
Introduction
Because of voter suppression around the globe, the right to vote is seen as a privilege by
many. In the United States, the Voting Rights Act of 1965 granted universal suffrage after the
long fight by minorities and women to gain the right in the United States of America (Burton
2012). In recent years, the privilege of voting has not been taken advantage of by almost 40% of
the population (IDEA 2017). Voting is essential to democracy. All Americans should vote in
order for democracy to exist: in order for The United States of America to be governed by the
people and for the people. The variance between who decides to vote and who does not is
important because variance suggest that not all voices will be heard. This excludes potential
voices and results in some voices being heard more than others. Why do some individuals decide
to vote while others abstain from voting? This research will investigate the potential impact of
three variables on one’s decision to vote: age, confidence in the courts and legal system, and
education level.
Literature Review
Age
As individuals age, their voting behaviors change. One theory describes the relationship between
age and voter participation as curvilinear. This theory posits that turnout is lowest at the
beginning of adult life, rises to a plateau in middle age, and declines as individuals get older
(Wolfinger and Rosenstone 1993). This may be explained to be due to the different nature of
one’s life cycle. We may conceptualize this as the life cycle argument. Turnout is lowest in
young adulthood because at this time individuals are in school or beginning their lives. They may
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feel that voting requires too much time and energy when their time and energy could be focused
on building towards their future. Turnout reaches its highest point midlife because individuals
are more established at this point in time. Individuals likely are financially stable, have an
established retirement plan, and routine. This allows for more time and energy to be focused on
politics and the protection of professional and personal interests. Individuals also may have
become more knowledgeable and realize the significance of voting. Voting decreases among
significantly older populations likely due to limited capacities, whether they be mental or
physical. As individuals grow older disease grows more prevalent and physical disabilities
increase. This impacts their decision to vote.
Confidence in the Courts and Legal System
Depending on one’s experiences with court systems, the amount of confidence one holds in them
may vary. One’s confidence may impact one’s intention to vote because some individuals may
not want to vote and endorse a system that treats them unfairly. Matthew Miles’ (2015) study
examines the effect of a perceived fair governance on voter participation. He offers the general
theories of voter participation but, he thinks that the current theories gloss over the effect of
perceived fairness of certain institutions on voter participation. General theories typically either
focus on the aggregate, or view voter participation focusing more on the outcomes than the
process. Miles thinks that individuals are more interested in the process rather than the outcomes
because one does not always believe that their vote is decisive. Therefore, individuals vote for
reasons that are not necessarily related to the outcome of the election. In order to provide a
theory that considers processes, Miles highlights the perceived fairness of non-elected positions,
such as the courts and the judiciary. Fairness is described as the degree one feels that the court
system treats all participants equally: the belief that certain individuals do not benefit more than
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others. Miles hypothesizes that if individuals have greater confidence in their court systems and
believe they are fair, they will in turn feel more valued by the system and be more inclined to
vote. Miles proves his hypothesis with survey data and an experiment. He proves that as
perceived fairness of a court system increases, so does voter participation (Miles 2015). This is
because a fair court system would indicate to an individual that liberties are not selectively
protected, and that equality is attempting to be preserved. If individuals like this system, they
will vote to show their support of this system. An unfair system would send the message that
some are valued more than others and in order to show displeasure with this system, individuals
abstain. Since individuals cannot vote out some actors of arbitration, they simply refuse to vote.
In opposition of this theory, Johnston argues that perceptions of unfairness and corruption
increase voter participation (Johnston 1983). If individuals are displeased with a system, they
will attempt to change it. Whether the position be a non-elected position or not, those who are in
non-elected positions are typically appointed by those in elected positions. Thus, confidence in
the system impacts the decision to vote or not to vote.
Education level
In a society where education is so valued and sought after because of the impact it may have on
one’s life, it is valuable to consider education as a variable that may impact one’s decision to
vote. Varying levels of education among individuals may suggest variances in access and
understanding of information regarding politics. In the analysis of education and voter
participation, Merriam and Gosnell were the first to suggest that educational levels increase as
does voter participation (Merriam and Gosnell 1924). One theory posits that more educated
individuals are more likely to vote. Those who achieve higher levels of education vote more than
those who do not achieve higher levels (Sondheim and Green 2010). In the context of their
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education, individuals who reach higher levels of education may be more equipped in
understanding politics and electoral processes (Rosenstone and Wolfinger 1980). Additionally,
the importance of voting may increase with education as one learns the context of voting in our
current world. Another theory suggests that there is no relationship between education level and
voter participation (Tenn 2007). Tenn concludes that too many other factors intersect with
education to assume that it has any effect on voter participation. In reply to this argument,
Sondheim and Green (2010) argue that they in no way negate the fact that educational attainment
intersects with other variables. Similar to Wolfinger and Rosenstone (1980), they contend that
voting may be impacted by things not related to school such as family socialization, but this does
not mean that analyzing the relationship between educational attainment and voter participation
is completely void of value. Even when controlling for other variables that intersect with
education, the relationship between education and voter participation has been proven
statistically significant.
Conclusion
In the process of conducting my review, it is found that age, confidence in the courts and legal
system, and education level have potential to impact voter participation. As it pertains to age,
those who are middle-aged tend to vote the most due to more stability in life, increased time, and
through increased knowledge. Those who are younger vote less due to lack of time and less
importance assigned to voting. Those who are older vote less due to physical and mental
limitations. This suggests that a curvilinear relationship may exist between age and voting. As it
pertains to confidence in the courts and legal system, those who perceive a system is unfair will
vote to change it. In regard to education, those who reach higher levels of education are more
likely to vote due to increased understanding of politics and political processes.
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Research Design
The design of this research is cross-sectional. The dependent variable is identified as voter
participation and the independent variables are identified as confidence in courts and legal
system, age, and education level. Measurement of voter participation is performed via univariate
analysis and a multivariate analysis of the impact of trust in government, income, and education
on voter participation by regression analysis. It also will include a bivariate analysis between age
and voter participation to test the curvilinearity of the relationship between age and voter
participation suggested by literature. The design utilizes a survey, and the number of respondents
in the survey used for research is 2023. The data used was from the general social survey (GSS)
with questions posed in 1998. The goal of my research is to identify relationships among
variables that may impact one’s decision to vote.
Measurement
The concept under consideration is voter participation. This dependent variable is conceptualized
as whether one voted in the last election or abstained from voting in the last election. A
respondent was given the option to either answer yes or no. The variable used to measure this
concept is “voted 1996 election” posed in the GSS 1998 data set. This was a single item
measure. The data is coded in descending order, with yes being the first option, and no being the
second. The frequency of this measure suggests that a majority of individuals do decide to
exercise their right to vote, but not by a significant margin. The distribution is almost normal
which suggests that there is variance in voter participation in America. This measure
demonstrates validity in reference to voter participation. The variable appears to measure what it
was intended to measure. The measure is reliable because it can be compared to other data
sources measuring the same concept and the outcome is similar. Since it is observed that there is
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variance in voter participation, it would make sense to review explanations for the variance. An
attempt should be made to examine what may impact one’s decision to vote.
Findings and Analysis
After conducting regression analysis to observe the impact that age, confidence in the courts, and
education have on voter participation, it was found that age and education level have a
statistically significant impact, but confidence in the court system does not. Though, when
observing the relationship between confidence in the courts and one’s decision to vote in
isolation, confidence in the courts is significant. This relationship can be viewed in Table 5 of the
appendix. The results suggest that the variance in confidence in the courts is intertwined with the
variance of education and age. Perhaps those who are more educated have more confidence in
the court system. Because of the lack of specificity in the model, it would not be conducive to
include confidence in the court system in this model. In order to make the model more clearly
specified, education and age can be viewed in relation to voter participation. Regression analysis
was conducted with the age and education variable and its impact on one’s decision to vote. The
results of the regression yield a fully specified model. This can be viewed in Table 4 of the
appendix. Education level and age explain 13.5% of the variance in voter participation. Since
13.5% does not fully explain variances in voter turnout, this percentage suggests that there are
other potential variables that impact one’s decision to vote. The beta measure suggests that
education has the greater independent impact on one’s decision to vote. This could be due to the
intervening variables, as proposed by some researchers in literature discussing the relationship
between voter participation and education, or due to the impact education simply has on one’s
life.
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For both age and education, an inverse relationship was suggested by the unstandardized
coefficients. After viewing the frequency of each variable, which can be viewed in Table 1 of the
appendix, it was found that this was a coding artifact. Voter participation was coded in
descending order while age and education were coded in ascending order. Each of these
variables actually has a positive impact on voter participation. It is clear, then, that as education
and age increase, so does voter participation. This validates the theories found in literature
concerning the relationship between education and voter participation and age and voter
participation.
In respect to the curvilinear relationship between age and voter participation, it is obvious from
the regression that as age increases, so does voter participation. As for the point in high age
where voter participation decreases, a review of cross tabs between voter participation and age
was required. It is provided in Table 6 of the appendix. It was found that, according to GSS 1998
data, the relationship is linear rather than curvilinear. This could be potentially due to the way
age groups are categorized or the increased numbers of those who are 65+ in the study. It could
also be due to the climate of society at the time of the election that is associated with the GSS
1998 data. This partly rejects the theory of a curvilinear relationship existing between age and
voter participation. It rejects that voter participation decreases at an older age, but it supports that
voter participation is lowest among younger voters.
If one wanted to increase voter participation in their country, one could increase the impact of
each variable. By increasing the amount of education, one completes, a country could increase
the likelihood of individuals to vote. I notably leave out perceptions of fairness and age. Fairness
in the judiciary was not a statistically significant variable in the correlation, therefore one cannot
assume increases in perceptions of fairness will increase the vote. Age is impossible to

7
Published by XULA Digital Commons, 2019

7

XULAneXUS, Vol. 17 [2019], Iss. 1, Art. 2

“increase,” so there is no need to predict the impact it would have on voter turnout at higher age
levels.
In linear regression, the formula used to predict the impact that independent variables will have
on the outcome of a dependent variable is: 𝑌̂ = 𝑎 + 𝑏𝑥𝑖 + 𝑏𝑥𝑖𝑖 + 𝑏𝑥𝑖𝑖𝑖 …. If one wanted to predict
the impact that increases in the educational level of a community could have on voter
participation, one could use this equation. If the average education level of a country was
magnified by 3, voter participation would increase by 6% in that country. This is illustrated in
Figure 2 in the appendix. This offers a suggestion about what type of policy goals may be set by
a country to increase voter participation.
Conclusion
The results suggest that education level and age impact one’s decision to vote. As individuals
reach higher education levels, the importance of voting is realized and their level of
understanding of complex political processes increases. As individuals become older, they have
more time available to invest in voting and due to bountiful time, they may be more invested in
issues and therefore are more inclined to vote. As shown in Table 3 of the appendix, confidence
in the court system does not have a statistically significant impact on one’s decision to vote in
conjunction with education level and age. This means that confidence in the court system has no
significant impact when correlated with these variables. Perhaps individuals do not consider the
court system when voting in presidential elections because one’s experiences with the court
system are usually experienced within where one lives. Many of the arbitrators are at the local
level and can be voted for in local elections. Since this occurs, during a national election, the
presidential election, the judiciary is not considered. Perhaps a better variable to observe would
be confidence in the executive as the executive is voted in nationally.
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If a country wanted to increase voter participation, a suggestion may be to implement policy that
would increase the education level of the population. As for age, since we cannot necessarily
increase it, we can create policy to increase voting turnout among those age groups which vote
the least. In order to increase education levels, countries can implement policies that provide
greater opportunity for those excluded from education. One reason individuals do not seek higher
education is due to the inability to afford an education. There could be policy to provide more
financial support for those populations. In order to increase voting among age groups that do not
vote as often as others, policy could be implemented to educate younger individuals on the
importance of voting. In American schools and colleges students are taught about voting, but
from my experience, not at a deep level. Individuals are not necessarily taught the importance
and value of voting, rather just information about what it is at a descriptive level. Non-biased
information on the candidates and the platforms they endorse could also be provided to students
of voting age.
Alternative Strategy
An alternative strategy for future analysis could include an aggregate level study of the variances
of voter participation. This could provide information that is not necessarily sought in this
individual level analysis. One could observe concepts that focus on countries as the unit of
analysis. Some countries have higher Voter participation than others. Which countries have the
highest turnout? What are the differences in government between countries that have the highest
voter participation rates versus the lowest voter participation rates? Answering these questions is
a way to discover methods to increase voter participation in countries based on changes in
government structure.
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Appendix
Table 1: Measuring Voter participation

Valid

Missing

Frequency

Percent

Valid Percent

Cumulative Percent

1. Voted

1783

63.0

68.2

68.2

2. Did not vote

830

29.3

31.8

100.0

Total

2613

92.3

100.0

System

219

7.7

2832

100.0

Total

Figure I: Voter Participation
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Table 2: Model Summary

Model Summary
Model

R

R Square
.379a

1

.144

Adjusted R Square
Std. Error of the Estimate
.142
.434

Table 3: Impact of Age, Education, and Confidence on Voter Participation

Model
1
(Constant)
Highest year of school
completed
Age of respondent
Confidence in courts
and legal system

Unstandardized
Coefficients
B
Std. Error
2.294
.091

Standardize
d
Coefficients
Beta

T
25.266

Sig.
.000

-.048

.005

-.297

-10.544

.000

-.008
.018

.001
.018

-.288
.027

-10.236
.972

.000
.331

Table 4: The Impact of Age and Education on Voter Participation
Standardized
Unstandardized Coefficients
Model
1

B

Std. Error

(Constant)

2.301

.051

Age of respondent

-.008

.001

Highest year of school

-.046

.003

Coefficients
Beta

T

Sig.

45.409

.000

-.290

-15.571

.000

-.290

-15.560

.000

completed
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Table 5: Impact of Confidence on Voter Participation
Did R vote in 1996 Presidential
election?
1. Voted
Confidence in courts and

A lot

Count

legal system

% within Confidence in

2. Did not vote

164

57

74.2%

25.8%

367

175

67.7%

32.3%

237

135

63.7%

36.3%

768

367

67.7%

32.3%

courts and legal system
Some

Count
% within Confidence in
courts and legal system

Little/None

Count
% within Confidence in
courts and legal system

Total

Count
% within Confidence in
courts and legal system

Chi-Square Tests
Asymp. Sig. (2Value

Df

sided)

6.985a

2

.030

Likelihood Ratio

7.110

2

.029

Linear-by-Linear Association

6.784

1

.009

N of Valid Cases

1135

Pearson Chi-Square
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Table 6: Relationship between Age and Voting
Age Category
18-30 31-40 41-50 51-65
Did R vote in

Total

Count

232

423

379

292

456

1782

1996

% within Age in

46.3

64.8

72.9

77.9

81.4

68.3

Presidential

categories

%

%

%

%

%

%

election?

1. Voted

66+

2. Did

Count

269

230

141

83

104

827

not vote

% within Age in

53.7

35.2

27.1 22.1%

18.6

31.7

%

%

%

%

%

501

653

520

560

2609

categories
Total

Count
% within Age in
categories

375

100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
%

%

%

0%

0%

0%

Figure 2: Numerical Expression of Potential Increase in Impact by Education
Equation to predict the effect of magnifying the education level by 3:
̂ = 𝒂 + 𝒃𝒙𝒊 + 𝒃𝒙𝒊𝒊 + 𝒃𝒙𝒊𝒊𝒊 ….
𝒀
̂ = 2.301 + (.-046 x 3)
𝒀
̂ =2.163
𝒀
Equation to convert the impact to a percentage increase:
2.301-2.163=.138
(.138/2.301) x (100) =5.99%
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